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music

POST-NATIONALIST
GEOGRAPHIES
Rasta, Ragga, and
Reinventing Africa

The whole world is Africa...
Black Uhuru

Hear me now raggamuffin: we run all

sounds, and we run the nation. So mek

we just control the borderline.
Anonymous Pirate DJ

Ring the alarm, another sound is dying...
Tenor Saw

Because “Africa” has been called upon to jus-
tify so many movements of liberation and
exploitation, and because it has functioned
not only as a physical reality in the making of
Western culture but also as a central concept
in the canons of institutional (and revolution-
ary) knowledge, it is hard to mark a clear
space between the layers of discourse and
desire, and any Africa which may lie beyond.
It is in many ways very difficult to extricate
what is said of Africa from what Africa says of
itself. Perhaps it is impossible. But if indeed
“Africa” spoke, how would it speak and what
would it say? What “itself” would it express,
and could the sound of that voice be under-
stood by ears still ringing with myth?

After all, a native sound connotes a system
of native knowledge, and as Paul Gilroy has
so well argued, national and cultural belong-
ing—especially within the various popula-
tions of the black diaspora—cannot be fully
understood in the realm of literacy and print
media. Native knowledge cannot be accurate-
ly traced or located in the writings of the liter-
ate few. Instead it is articulated in and dis-
seminated by what I call the sound/culture
nexus: that discursive space where Africa
ceaselessly extends and invents itself in an
epistemological matrix coded not in words
but in sound. Why sound? Because the dis-
course in sound is separate from those of the
literary, of the logos; it is a space independent
of the centered semantic structures of science,
freed from the objective bias of literacy. It is
necessarily the space of oral knowledge, the
space of both magic and postmodern technol-
ogy. Indeed, for this generation within a black
diaspora, sound is closer to culture than
“race” ever was.

For me, Africa speaks in those shadowy
historical moments which go unrecorded,
those moments of reflection when diaspora
asks the question asked by Harlem poet
Countee Cullen in 1925: “What is Africa to
me?” But in these moments, the language is
opaque, as with all oracular dispensations,
and the events which mark them often very
threatening. Take for example the stoning of
Bunny Wailer. On the level of popular knowl-
edge—as opposed to the towers of “cri-
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tique”—the stoning of this semilegendary
Rastafarian singer, the last living member of
the original Wailers (Bob Marley and Peter
Tosh both dying in the 1980s), signifies a cru-
cial moment in diaspora. For you see, Wailer
was more than just a singer: he was perhaps
the last living symbol of black revolutionary
desire from his generation. And his was a
generation that helped thrust a mythic
“Africa” to the forefront of black popular cul-
ture in the West Indies and, via reggae music
and Rastafarianism, the world.

His being stoned in Jamaica by this new
generation, the raggamuffin generation, signi-
fies that something has radically changed in
certain suburbs of the city I call diaspora.
Certainly Africa constantly changes, but the
meanings of Africa change too; they change
and are adapted to fit the local notions of
black identity and cultural survival. In this
case the “Africa” central to a Rastafarian Pan-
Africanism has been symbolically dislodged.
The generation which celebrated Marcus
Garvey as a prophet and Africa as “Zion” has
been assaulted by the children birthed by it.
This is because new economic and cultural
conditions require new gods and symbols; old
ones stagnate or become malevolent and
repressive. In short, what we have in the
raggamulffin/dancehall! (sub)cultural move-
ment is a very harsh popular critique of what
Africa means to us at this moment in a post-/
neo-/omni-colonial world.

Emerging out of the Seaga-Thatcher-
Reagan triumvirate in the 1980s and fueled by
a booming international cocaine trade, ragga
stepped boldly onto the diasporan stage as
first an overturning of that Rastafarian
mythos which celebrated a universalized
notion of black racial and cultural identity; an
essentialized vision of diaspora which exer-
cised a sort of oppressive control over Jamai-
can cultural production. In its most sincere
moments Rasta fetishized black cultural ori-
gins, rooting them in a fixed source of “an-
ciency” called, according to the Old Testa-
ment, “Ethiopia.” And as the Rastafarian in-
fluence in reggae music grew and came to
dominate in the 1970s, this obsession became
crucially linked to the driving bass and drums
of reggae “riddim.” The music and its ideolo-
gy, then, became so fastened to “roots” and
ethnic/cultural authenticity that many felt
challenged to speak to the raw present of
Jamaican ghetto life—that which reggae had
once directly addressed. Specificity was lost
because of the obsession with global “Pan-
African” discourses, racial metaphors, and
religio-political allegories. And the ideology
of “roots” did not offer a framework within
which to contend with the changing environ-
ment of music, multinational capitalism, and
global communications technology.

The raggamuffin generation then posi-
tioned itself as a serious challenge to any
attempt to narrate diaspora based on similar-
ities of oppression or pigment. Certainly Pan-
Africanism has been criticized in the past for
some of its racial essentialism, but to criticize
the logic of essentialism is not in any way to
halt its currency on the street. With the ston-

ing of Bunny Wailer, the much maligned
raggamuffin sound/subculture has announced
itself as the latest in a long line of exiles to ask
Cullen’s question and to violently reassess
their position within the vagaries of black
cultural history. For this generation, the slip-
pages made between race and culture by
their forbears have become the space in
which new notions of belonging and becom-
ing are asserted.

Where the Rastafarian “Africa” was a cul-
tural commodity available to all those with
black skin, one that could be traded across
and beyond the Atlantic by Garvey’s “Black
Star Line” of ships or could be invented in
sound by the open metonymic spaces of
heavy dub echoes, the signifiers of rag-
ga/dancehall ground themselves firmly in a
“blackness” produced out of a specific cultur-
al history. For the Rastafari brethren, “Zion,”
the promised land of Ethiopia, was both pre-
colonial utopia and the imminent future of
black people who were destined to survive
the time span of Babylonian hegemony. With
ragga, however, the abstraction of Ethi-
opia/Africa in what I have elsewhere called
the “Discourse of Dread” gives way to Rema,
Tivoli Gardens, and Jungle, particular “Yard”
(Jamaican) realities which do not function as
global signifiers of black exile because they
are so rooted in the urban myths of Jamaica’s
postcolonial history. And these signifiers and
symbols quite clearly belong to “Yardies”
who spend much time carefully “controlling
the borderline” which separates one black-
ness, one idiosyncratic cultural experience,
from another.

Rasta-reggae too had moments of speci-
ficity in its narratives—for example “Trench-
town” as mythic space, or “Dungle”—but
they were always linked directly to some
global narrative of black oppression. With
raggamuffin sound, which currently domi-
nates the ideologies of Afro-Caribbean youth
and black Third World pop/ghetto culture,
one is challenged to find references to the
mythic signifier of black identity that is
Africa. And most important, there is no long-
ing for it. As a matter of fact, the few refer-
ences in dancehall music to that distant
memory of a continent are usually half-
hearted attempts to criticize and condemn
the present by evoking the moral authority
of some always fictitious golden age. The
sentiments of raggamuffin music and culture
are very different from the nostalgia and
longing for “elsewhere” that characterizes
much of the kind of reggae and cultural pro-
duction that comes out of Bob Marley’s gen-
eration. The “Waiting in Vain,” “Back to
Africa,” “Rasta Waan Go Home” exile narra-
tives have given way to cultural expressions
from those who see the new battles as imme-
diate and local—through gun-sights and
across dirty inner-city streets. From an aes-
thetics of exile and absence to an aesthetics of
raw, materialistic presence.

Instead of dwelling psychically “else-
where,” the narratives of dancehall feature an
exploration and celebration of the microreali-
ties, the obsessive minutiae of Jamaican urban
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life which holds little meaning for all outsiders.
They also investigate the noir-ish street-level
intricacies of a postcolonial underclass navigat-
ing a global network of immigrant communi-
ties. Qutsiders to the culture of ragga (Jamaican
and non-Jamaican) tend to find these narra-
tives rude, crude, scatological, and “slack.”
This, however, is what DJs (read MCs, or rap-
pers) describe as “strictly reality.” Everything
from local politics and crime to ghetto morali-
ty, from graphic depictions of murder to very
explicit and pornographic details of the bed-
room, gets put to rapid-fire boom-beats and is
broadcast throughout the global community of
Yardies. Lyrics, which in most cases are com-
munity property, belonging only to the mo-
ment of expression, range from the sublimely
terrifying to the incredibly stupid.

Take for example the latest masterpiece in
the “gun talk” genre, that subcategory of
ragga chats which are devoted exclusively to
the celebration of guns and the street credibil-
ity and power derived from them: “Shine and
Criss” by the massive Shabba Ranks. Some of
these tunes are explicitly metaphorical, cele-
brating the fierce competitions within sound
culture; but these metaphors get strained due
to that proximity between life and art, that
closeness between a metaphorical “Sound-boy
Killing” and, in the words of Terror Fabulous,
“Literally Killing.” I quote this track at length,
not because it is definitive but because it is the
latest and the most self-conscious of the genre.
It is also a major hit:

Oil up all a the gun dem, keep them
shine and criss
A copper shot, you fe carry inna you

gun,

mek a bwoy turn purple any time him
get it, Lawd...

Me say the A K. whe you bury,

me a beg you dig it up,

here is a bottle of pepsi to cut off the
rust

Finger pon the trigger, machine ready
fe bus,

Boy fe lay down like the gun me dig
up

If me cock it inna your nose, you haffe
sniff it up

If me push it inna your mouth, hold
your breath and no cough,

and no mek me see your teeth like a
laugh you want laugh:

the gun inna me hand a no looking
glass...

I don’t trust no shadow when me
come after dark

Me kill first and a me last pop off

Tell them say that gunshot do all of
the talk...

The opening sample (“Original Gangster”) is
of course the ultimate statement of ghetto-
political authenticity in Afro-American “gang-
sta rap.” And this is where the potential in a
hip hop/ragga cross-cultural discourse was
first articulated on the street level. But what
Shabba does in “Shine and Criss” is offer a
view into the mind of a Yardie whose world is
one of extreme violence, a world that has no
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time for what Bajan writer George Lamming
called “The Pleasures of Exile.” Guns are a
sign of entirely different assumptions about
cultural positioning; or as Mad Cobra has said
in his massive “Shot No Talk”: “Fe me gun-
shot/don’t hold no argument.” Some of these
tracks are so vivid and violent that they are
merely long, wrenching descriptions of slow
torture and boasts about the most brutal ways
to kill—not only one’s enemy, but his family
and friends (and one ridiculous line which
pops up every now and then involves the
murder of the family cat!). Indeed, some tunes
are merely lists of the dead (“Roll Call” by
Tenor Saw, or Super Cat’s “Nuff Man A
Dead”) and celebrations of one’s own homici-
dal history. As for the incredible stupidity—
especially as it relates to sexual “slackness”—
more on this later.

For those within this floating cultural con-
text, Africa is less important—in fact it often
gets in the way of—contemporary Third
World ghetto life. As a British rudie once said
to me, “Africa nah go mek me bullet-proof!”2
More important, though, raggamuffin and
dancehall narratives map out a sprawling
Third World urban geography which stretch-
es from the gun-loud poverty of Kingston to
the bass-heavy housing estates of South
London and over to that place that Raymond
Williams located as the center of modernist
exile—New York City. This is a discourse that
is obsessively local, but well aware of the
global network of Afro-Caribbean migration
and the discontinuous histories of black dias-
pora. Inside the dense sound-sculpting of
ragga mixology, the references begin and
return to Yard, but in between the signifiers
travel through the Jamaican communities in
England (“London Massive, Brixton Crew”),
New York (“Brooklyn Massive, Flatbush
Posse”), and Canada (“"Nuff Respect Toronto
Massive!”). This is the matrix of dancehall
music and culture: creating a new sense of
national belonging beyond the boundaries
constructed by politics and geography. Com-
munity is narrated there in that very tense
space between the local and the global: the
space they call “the borderline.”

Although Seaga’s Jamaica, Thatcher’s
England, and Reagan’s America gave ragga
the kind of painful birth necessary for their
mythic function, they really were always
there. They were overshadowed by the spec-
tacle of Rasta and its pious moralisms, but
they were there nonetheless, stalking Ja-
maica’s neocolonial streets and consuming
American cowboy and gangster films as well
as the Old Testament and Pentecostalism.
They existed within Rasta from the moment it
defined itself as an urban phenomenon and as
a place for those suppressed by the hierarchi-
cal and color-stratified social structure of
Jamaica. During the sixties, before the hege-
mony of Rasta in the consciousness of ghetto
sound, the earliest manifestation of the ragga
can be located in the rude-boy phenomenon
which swept the tiny island. The rudies, like
today’s “gangbangers” in America, were
young males who had little access to educa-
tion and were victims of the incredible unem-

ployment endemic to Third World urban cen-
ters. Their political consciousness was as
developed as the Rastafari, but where the
Rasta solution was one which often refused to
engage directly with the harsh realities of
ghetto and Third World life and frequently
got lost in cloudy moments of rhetoric and
myth (“roots and culture”), the rudies clung
fiercely to “reality”—that trope central to
today’s ragga/dancehall culture. They terror-
ized the island, modeling themselves after
their heroes from American films and glory-
ing in their outlaw status. They killed, robbed,
and looted, celebrating their very stylish
nihilism. And ska and reggae—especially DJ-
reggae, the beginning of rap/hip hop—were
their musics.

Today the dreadlocks vision has been
superseded—at least in the realm of sound
and culture—by the rudie vision. The crucial
differences between them can be seen quite
vividly in their relationship to Babylon. Where
in Rasta and other forms of popular Negritude
there has always been some degree of nostal-
gia for a precolonial / preindustrial/ precapital-
ist Africa, raggamulffin culture is very forward
looking and capitalist oriented—as are most
black people, despite the fantasies of many
self-appointed nationalist leaders. These rud-
ies focus their gaze, instead, on America,
absorbing commodity culture from the fringes
of the global marketplace, responding to it
positively. This means that in the context of a
Third World ghetto where there are more guns
per capita than anywhere else in the world,
where legitimate employment is often a fanta-
sy, where the drug trade and music provide
the only available options for success, these
young men find affirmation in the various
messages that radiate out from America, an
America that is not the “center” but rather an
imagined source of transmission. Messages
like The Godfather get picked up and translated
into island style. For example, one of the titles
of utmost dancehall respect is “don.”

The raggamuffin pantheon is full of DJs
with names like Clint Eastwood, Johnny
Ringo, Al Capone, Josey Wales, and Dillinger;
and today’s dons boast names like Bounty
Killer, Shabba Ranks (named after a famous
Jamaican gunman), and John Wayne. Also, the
Jamaican underworld has always been full of
characters who inscribed themselves into
ghetto myth by renaming themselves in much
the same way. Male identity in this context is
a necessary pastiche, and the allegorical rep-
resentations of America’s dreams of itself
become rewritten with a pen soaked in the
blood of colonialism, slavery, and black ghet-
to style. The gunfighter/outlaw image has
always been there in reggae; it is now, howev-
er, without overt references to the Western
world as the “Sheriff,” as in Bob Marley and
the Wailers’ classic “I Shot the Sheriff.” For the
ragga, this metaphor is no longer apt, for now
they shoot each other in a lawless postcolonial
terrain. Indeed, Ninjaman has described
Jamaica as a “Cowboy Town.”

These names—and the notion of crime as
political/cultural resistance that they signi-
fy—were there during Rasta’s moment, but
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where the more Afrocentric embraced the
Marley vision, the ghetto youth, the “bad-
bwoys,” were smuggling in specialized
weaponry like M16s, Glocks, and Bush-
masters, killing each other and following their
favorite sound systems? around the island.
And, of course, the cocaine and marijuana
trade was booming. In fact, it was booming in
such a way that in the 1980s a few of the more
enterprising Yardies invested some of this
money which came to the ghetto in—believe
it or not—state-of-the-art digital computer
technology. Thus began what Jah Fish
(Murray Elias), an avid follower of Jamaican
music, has called the “the modem era”> of
Afro-Caribbean sound and culture.

This, then, should help describe the ragga-
muffin sound, what Dick Hebdige has called
“an ultra-modern maisonette where all the
surfaces are clean and shiny”¢: a highly pro-
duced digital and floppy-disc-driven sound
from a country which, ironically, has no signif-
icant computer technology to speak of. The
ragga youth are immersed in this technology,
fascinated with it in much the same way that
early reggae mixers and producers were with
multitrack technology. For them this technolo-
gy and the highly experimental rhythms that
they produce in it—as much akin to German
and Eastern European avant-garde synthesiz-
er music as to West African percussion and
calypso—allow them to play with the signi-
fiers and symbols of cultural history in the
ontological space of sound. It also plugs them
into an information network spread across the
Atlantic, one focussed on the potential for cul-
tural and economic exchange in the New
World instead of a fixation with their roots in
the Old. This is all summed up, I think, in the
words of the truly large Cutty Ranks:

Me raggamuffin and me international,

to kill a D] me don't partial,

right yah now, Jah man, me got me
credential,

and when me come a dance-hall man
me well official...

Me got the stopper,

to every DJ them have fe talk to me
proper,

say galang Cutty Rankin’, gwaan go
kill them with the culture...

London, Paris and even California,

down a Japan or me gone down a
Africa

down a New Zealand or even inna
Canada,

yes, Cutty Rankin’ a go kill you with
the lingua...

Let me provide a practical example of how
this specific network within diaspora oper-
ates. The legendary team of Steely and
Cleevie in Jamaica, or maybe Bobby Digital in
Kingston, may send a floppy disc with the
basic rhythm track to Daddy Freddy, who is in
London with the up-and-coming production
team of Mafia or Fluxy (or maybe Fashion,
today’s dominant UK. sound). This track
may feature the latest craze in dancehall
rhythms—sampled Indian tablas mixed with
Jamaican mento’ patterns from the 1950s.
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After a brief vocal session, that same informa-
tion could go to Massive B in the Bronx for hip
hop beats or to Sting International in Brook-
lyn where R & B touches are added. Again, all
of this is by modem or by floppy disc. Within
a few days this mix is booming down the
fences at the weekly “sound-clash” between
Metromedia Hi Fi and the mighty Stone Love
Sound System somewhere in a crowded field
in West Kingston. Or in a community center in
Brixton. An “authentic” Jamaican product!
And this trade goes both ways, circulating
throughout diaspora. (Even in Lagos, Nigeria,
I have sat listening to Igbo rude-boys and
Yoruba dreads rap in Jamaican Patwah about
the virtues of Eddy Murphy!)

Here we can witness an attempt to connect
the various points of black/Afro-Caribbean
disembarkation into one transnational, com-
modity-based space. One postnationalist city
of blackness—but with many, many suburbs.
Maybe this is the only Zion possible: a place
where the subversion and redefinition of First
World technology and the loosening bands of
racial/nationalist ideologies allow dancehall
to create a new “Africa” within the postmod-
ern networks of multinational capital; a virtu-
al “black” community informed by the very
arbitrariness of the racial signifier itself. And,
like the Rastafari before them, they use sound
to invent this space of black belonging. Sound
which conveys cultural and historical mean-
ings encoded in beats, grooves, and samples:
digitalized culture production.

Tragically, violence and the drug trade fol-
low this same route—these young men and
women die in diaspora as quickly and as often
as they enter into it. The bullets and gunshot
sounds central to dancehall music, and the
lyrical gun-fetishizations of the DJs, are not
simply rhetorical figures; they reflect a certain
reality. And the obsession with space, with
controlling borders, is such that on the
micropolitical level it leads to some of the
fiercest territorial and aesthetic disputes in the
world. Not only has reggae and dancehall
been known for their deep intimacy with
crime, but the very rituals of sound-system
culture celebrate a certain ruthless parochiali-
ty. Sound-clashes often end in violence, with
DJs and posses killing each other over lyrics,
money, and volume disputes. And the lyrics
of many ragga-chats are about the celebration
of one’s belonging to and willingness to kill
and die for one’s sound. Also, one of the most
heartfelt ways of showing appreciation for the
selector (he who controls the psycho-acoustic
space of the dancehall and spins the records)
is by firing real guns into the floor or off into
the Jamaican night sky. These days applause
has been replaced in sound sessions by the
verbal chants of “Bo! Bo! Bo!” or “Booyaka”—
imitation gunfire. Here, borders are patrolled
because there is ever the fear of having some
other sound encroach upon yours.

But it is in language that the cultural barri-
ers between blacknesses are more clearly visi-
ble. There have always been fast talkers in
various West Indian musics, and the vernacu-
lar has been long accepted as the medium of
truly popular discourses throughout the

Caribbean. Rasta also featured its own lan-
guage, one subtly independent of the Jamai-
can vernacular. Some called it “Iyaric” and
thought of it as the first step to complete
semantic freedom from the “politricks” of
neocolonial structures of power. The ragga
strategy, however, is not to escape the lan-
guage, but to use it to stress their specific
“Yard-ness.” They so stress their Jamaican
Patwah, by exaggerating, stretching, and
speeding it up (almost to and sometimes
beyond the point of parody), that it is incom-
prehensible and intimidating to those on the
outside. This language is consciously as fast
as the ragga beats, as garish as their style,
replete with in-jokes, neologisms, specific
island/cultural references, and full of more
assertions concerning class and gender than
racial authenticity.

Indeed, where Rasta and various Black
Nationalisms and Negritudes tended to segre-
gate women into a phallocentric ghetto—
voices, identities, and bodies covered in some
kind of revolutionary propriety—the ragga
moment is one which is dominated by explic-
it representations of the sexuality of black
women. In addition to urban tales of survival,
machismo, and violent retributions, the body
of the black woman is at the center of ragga
cultural discourse.8 Not as metaphoric
“Mama Africa,” to quote Peter Tosh (or any of
the poets of French Negritude), but as a
threatening physical and economic presence.
An aggressive and predatory figure to be
guarded against in some cases, and catered to
in others. This is important because in Rasta,
women were a conspicuous absence in the
rhetoric and in the rituals of culture. And
except for women like the I-Threes, who sang
back-up for Bob Marley and the Wailers, they
were absent in the iconography. But not only
do women function in the symbolic order of
raggamuffin sound, they are very present in
the culture itself. They consume more records
than the men do, and they control the dance
floor. Most DJs today—acknowledging the
market—orient their lyrics toward these
women. From a Western liberal-feminist per-
spective these lyrics, because they are boldly
heterosexual and disdainful of bourgeois sen-
timentality, seem very sexist and objectifying
of women. However, down there in the mire
of postcolonial reality, where power is a rare
but prized commodity, these women find
both affirmation and power in the fear that
their sexuality creates in the men. It allows
them the freedom and security to navigate in
and around a world of brutality, violence, and
economic privation.

And because this aesthetic is one of raw
materialistic presence, where the pressures of
history succumb to the intensity of the moment,
the obsession with the body of woman—admir-
ing it, celebrating it, possessing it, controlling it
or fearing its power—seems to pick up where
the obsession with “Africa” left off. But here it
is without the gendered romance of Negritude
or Rasta-nationalism. Here racial romance has
given way to something much less pastoral and
much more vicious. With titles ranging from
“Want a Virgin” and “Love Punaany® Bad”
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(“Punaany it so nice/Punaany it so slick/Come
put your lips on a 12 inch d**k”) and with lyrics
ranging from horrific celebrations of male sexu-
al aggression (“Me ram it and a jam it ‘till the
gal start to vomit”) to lyrics mapping out the
rituals and morality of ghetto relationships, this
music articulates a world completely devoid of
sentimentality and intimacy—a world where
one is, in the words of Don Gorgon Ninjaman,
“Married to Mi Gun.” And many of the women
who pick up the mike today and attempt to
“ram up session” demand not equality but that
their dons “ride and provide.”

It is also important to note that the partic-
ular uses of language in raggamuffin sound
culture tend, as was my point earlier, to con-
sciously separate them from blacks met in
New York, Miami, or London. They use lan-
guage, as many Afro-Caribbean immigrants
have, to signify and create cultural difference
within the nationalist monolith of “black-
ness.” Despite the fact that Pan-Africanism is
in many ways an invention of the West Indies,
the specific racial dynamics of the ideology
require that culture often be elided for the
sake of “race,” that the specifics of one African
experience be lost in the Atlantic for the sake
of an ahistorical, transcendental “ness.” This
has created certain hostilities which conve-
niently escape the annals of black historiogra-
phy—nationalist or otherwise—because they
would strip “racial” affiliations of their often
merely rhetorical power. The longstanding
tensions between Jamaicans and black Ameri-
cans in Harlem—between Garvey and the
Harlem “Niggerati,” for example—attest to
this crisis of affiliation. This use of language
and culture, this particular intraracial silence,
functions as a reaction to the shock of seeing
each other; to be ambivalently placed between
an assumption of racial affinity and the differ-
ential truths of black history. Once again, the
“borderline” that figures so prominently in
raggamuffin sound.

None of this, however, is to suggest that
there is no ground of commonality—as with
history, racism, slavery, exploitation. Not even
the most nihilistic “dogheart” DJs would
assert such a thing. By now it is clear to me
that diaspora is a memory bank of signifiers
and symbols of black authenticity constructed
over the last century or so and is moored by
an assumed racial/cultural commonality.
Without this assumption there really is noth-
ing to talk about; there really is no “we” or, in
some cases, “them.” But due to it, the assump-
tion, there is now more exchange between and
among blacknesses than there has been since
the slave trade! The ragga response, however,
is not to accept themselves as passive victims
in an overwhelming Babylonian structure, not
to represent themselves as “wailers,” as vic-
tims of history belonging to a helplessly inno-
cent race. This can be seen in the incredible
boasting and self-assertions that are typical of
dancehall and the “fearless” rude-boys who
“ride the riddim.” Instead, they see them-
selves in many ways as being free within
Babylon to destroy history and rebuild com-
munity—to, in T.S. Eliot’s words, “murder
and create.”
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Listening Guide

Considering that the ragga/dancehall industry is a singles industry releasing over 200
new singles a week, and considering that its infrastructure is still very close to the West
Indian grassroots and sound-system subculture, it is at this point very difficult to obtain
those specific tracks which characterize the form at any given moment. Most fresh sin-
gles reach certain American record stores in a limited quantity and are snatched up by
selectors, DJs, and those “in the know.” And the albums which are widely available tend
to feature a DJ’s two or three hits and acres of bad material. However, acknowledging
this scenario, many independent and major labels have made available dozens of com-
pilations featuring the major hits of the last few months. (These, of course, are notori-
ously late since there is such a high turnover rate of hits and artists and since things
get laughably old in a matter of days.)

| would suggest any of the following compilations since they all fairly well give an
idea of what | have been trying to describe:

Bam Bam It's Murder. Features the major hits “Murder She Wrote” by Chaka Demus
and Pliers and “Them A Bleach” by Nardo Ranks. This is very available and highly
recommended.

Booyaka: The Ultimate Dancehall Collection. Available on Big Beat records featuring
many of 1993’s best, like Terry Ganzie's “Welcome the Outlaw,” Baby Wayne’s “Can't
Live So,” Cutty Ranks’ “Open Up,” and a reissue of Sister Nancy's haunting “Bam
Bam.”

Dancehall Stylee: The Best of Reggae Dancehall Music, vols. 1—4. Especially vol. 2
which features Shabba Ranks’ “Wicked in Bed,” Ninjaman’s “Murder Dem," Little
Lenny’s “Gun in A Baggy,” and the very important “Ring the Alarm” by the late great
Tenor Saw.

Just Ragga, vols. 1-6 on Charm Records, London. Very hardcore and “authentic.”

Strictly the Best, vols. 1-13. These tend to balance well the more pop-oriented sounds
with the vicious, hardcore slam-jams. Number 3 features Pinchers’ huge hit
“Bandelero” and Ninjaman’s “Test the High Power,” which is the most well-articulat-
ed description of being at a sound session that | have ever heard.

Also, Roof International/Cosmic Force Records have put out a series of dancehall
compilations that are well respected in the DJ community. Still, any compilations that
you find—especially those that feature bhangra/bangara rhythms or very experimental
rhythms that sound nothing like reggae—should serve to make my points clearer.

As for major label albums, | will suggest only a few:

As Raw As Ever and X-tra Naked by Shabba Ranks. These two American albums have
won Ranks two Grammy awards and an Afro-American audience that even Bob
Marley couldn’t get. The latter features the Yard hit “Ting-a-Ling” and a number of
American R & B crossover smashes.

From Mi Heart by Cutty Ranks. Includes a handful of very good tunes. But the classic
is The Stopper, featuring the hit title track.

Don Dadda by SuperCat. This album is highly recommended. Features the hit single
“Ghetto Red Hot” as well as the classic “Nuff Man A Dead.” If you can find the
Massive B. hip hop remix of “Ghetto Red Hot” you will have found the most suc-
cessful ragga/hip hop fusion single to date.

Raggamuffin Soldier by Daddy Freddy. Despite an incredibly bad debut solo album, this
second full album by Daddy Freddy is very highly recommended. In my humble
opinion, it ranks as the best and most diverse full ragga album available. Daddy
Freddy chats on hard Yard riddims as well as gangsta-hip hop beats and jazz-funk
tracks. It's on Chrysalis records so it is widely available. Definitely check this one
out.

Anything you can find from Ninjaman “the Don Gorgon,” “the People’s DJ,” will blow
your mind—if you can get through his dense Patwah and virtuoso lyrical style. He
has ruled in Jamaica for years, and his early albums (pre-1993) feature some
incredible verbal, rhythmic, and narrative adventures. His latest is Nobody’s
Business But My Own, featuring “Married to Mi Gun,” “Mi Belly Move,” and “(The
World) Between Her Legs.”

Patra has recently been signed as the first major female DJ, and her album on Epic,
Queen of the Pack, features tracks that are definitely “the boom.”

And no list would be complete without mentioning 1993's DJ kid sensation, Buju
Bantons. Nineteen years old, gruff, and truly wicked, his American debut is the aptly
titled Voice of Jamaica.

This list, of course, is not definitive and is based on my own collection and my expe-
rience as a selector/DJ with the sound system Ebony Tower International.
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Unfortunately this equation tilts too often to
the “murder” side—as in two recent ragga hits,
“Murder She Wrote” and “Murder Dem!”—due
to the intense competition, violence, and wanton
bloodshed central to the crack/cocaine trade, the
Jamaican record industry, and the vagaries of
ghetto living and grassroots capitalism.
Nevertheless, the ragga are here, there, every-
where, stalking the ever-extending streets of
diaspora with a lethal and dangerous style.
Imagining freedom within the virtual networks
of dissemination and consumption, they circu-
late, never achieving a fixed moment of landfall.
They follow their sound and their sound follows
them, defiantly asserting noisy difference in the
center of that dream space called diaspora.

Now big up all massive, London mas-
sive, New York bad bwoy, Toronto mas-
sive—all crew! Rude bwoys a foreign
and rudie’s a Yard big up cause you
know say all a we a Jamaicans. And we
know that no dibby-dibby sound-bwoy
can cross the border, cause if him test it,
him a go dead—pure gun-shot inna
him head! So come now, my selector,
come with a next riddim cause we no
skin teeth and fret fe the sound-bwoy
dem. Come, raggamuffin, enter inside

this ya sound...
Skyjuice, selector from Metromedia
Sound System

Louis Chude-Sokei
Notes, page 96
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The Game of Life and Death

in Early Meso-America

Through October 2

Stanford University Art Gallery, Stanford, CA

SYMPOSIUM ON THE GLOBAL PRESENCE
OF AFRICAN SPIRIT IN CONTEMPORARY ART
October 15-16

San Francisco Art Institute, San Francisco, CA

FANTE WARRIOR FLAGS

Appliqué Banners from West Africa
Through October 16

UCLA Fowler Museum of Cultural History
Los Angeles, CA

EDOUARD DUVAL-CARRIE
Haitian painter and sculptor
Through October 16

Galerie Lakaye

Los Angeles, CA

BLACK POWER/BLACK ART
Through October 22
San Francisco State University, San Francisco, CA

HAIR STYLE BOARDS

AND FANTASY COFFINS FROM AFRICA
Through October 23

Center for the Arts at Yerba Buena Gardens
San Francisco, CA

THE IMAGE WEAVERS

Contemporary Navajo Pictorial Textiles
Through October 26

Wheelwright Museum of the American Indian
Sante Fe, NM

ODUN DE ODUN DE

Through October 26

California College of Arts and Crafts

San Francisco, CA

AFRICAN ALCHEMY

Art for Healing in African Societies
Through October 30

Hearst Art Gallery, St. Mary’s College, Moraga, CA
THE COMMON THREADS

Through October 31

Africa & Beyond, La Jolla, CA

THE LOS ANGELES TRIBAL

AND FOLK ART SHOW

November 11-13

Santa Monica Civic Auditorium

Santa Monica, CA

SCULPTURE

Songe, Senufo, Mescala

Through November 26

Gallery DeRoche, San Francisco, CA
TREASURES FROM AN AFRICAN KINGDOM
Royal Art of Benin from the Perls Collection
at The Metropolitan Museum of Art
Through November 28

Denver Art Museum

Denver, CO

KIOWA CULTURE IN TRANSITION, 1925-1955
The Photographs of Horace Poolaw
October 7-December 4

Loveland Gallery, Loveland, CO

GLASS TAPESTRY

Plateau Beaded Bags

from the Elaine Horwitch Collection
Through January 2, 1995

Heard Museum

Phoenix, AZ

FAUX ART FROM AFRICA

Through January 3, 1995

Phoebe Hearst Museum of Anthropology
University of California, Berkeley, CA
MONUMENTAL MINIATURES

December 3, 1994-January 28, 1995
Gallery DeRoche

San Francisco, CA

SACRED LAND

Indian and Hispanic Cultures of the Southwest
Through January 31, 1995

Taylor Museum for Southwestern Studies of the
Colorado Springs Fine Arts Center

Colorado Springs, CO

FACE OF THE GODS

Art and Altars of Africa and the African-Americas
Through February 1, 1995

University Art Museum, Berkeley, CA

BENIN

Royal Art from the Museum

fur Volkerkunde, Vienna

December 17, 1994-February 12, 1995
Seattle Art Museum, Seattle, WA

ISLAND ANCESTORS

Oceanic Art from the Masco Collection
January 25-March 5, 1995

Honolulu Academy of Arts, Honolulu, HI
SPIRITS AS PEOPLE

Figurative Sculpture of the Baule Peoples,
Cote d’'lvoire, West Africa

October 2, 1994-March 5, 1995

UCLA Fowler Museum of Cultural History

Los Angeles, CA

GIFT OF THE COTTON MAIDEN

Textiles of Flores and the Solor Islands
Through April 9, 1995

UCLA Fowler Museum of Cultural History

Los Angeles, CA

ARC OF THE ANCESTORS

The Jerome L. Joss Collection at UCLA
Through April 9, 1995

UCLA Fowler Museum of Cultural History

Los Angeles, CA

AFRICAN HATS

January 22-June 31, 1995

UCLA Fowler Museum of Cultural History

Los Angeles, CA

EN CALAVERA

The Papier-Maché Art of the Linares Family
October 30, 1994-July 16, 1995

UCLA Fowler Museum of Cultural History

Los Angeles, CA

AFRICAN ZION

The Sacred Art of Ethiopia

Through October 20, 1995

California Afro-American Museum, Los Angeles, CA

NATIVE PEOPLES OF THE SOUTHWEST
Heard Museum, Phoenix, AZ

FOLLOW THE YELLOW WARE ROAD

Seven Centuries of Hopi Pottery;

PATHS OF LIFE

American Indians of the Southwest

Arizona State Museum

University of Arizona, Tucson, AZ

ISHI, THE LAST YAHI

Artifacts from the Yahi of Northern California
Phoebe Hearst Museum of Anthropology
University of California, Berkeley, CA
PRE-COLUMBIAN GALLERY

Selections from the Proctor Stafford Collection
of West Mexican Ceramics

Los Angeles County Museum of Art

Los Angeles, CA

LOST AND FOUND TRADITIONS

Native American Art: 1965-1985;
PRE-COLUMBIAN GOLD;

LANDO HALL OF CALIFORNIA AND
SOUTHWEST HISTORY

Natural History Museum, Los Angeles, CA
PEOPLE OF CALIFORNIA, THE SOUTHWEST,
THE PLAINS, AND THE NORTHWEST COAST
Southwest Museum, Los Angeles, CA

AFRICA, OCEANIA, AND THE AMERICAS
Gallery DeRoche, San Francisco, CA

ART OF THE AMERICAS;

PERMANENT AFRICAN COLLECTION;
UNRAVELING YARNS

The Art of Everyday Life

M. H. de Young Memorial Museum, San Francisco, CA
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CLASSIFIED ADS

$1.20 per word, minimum $30. African Arts box number $15.
Classifieds must be prepaid.

BOOKS

African, ethnographic, and ancient art. Im-
portant, rare, and out-of-print titles bought and
sold. Catalogues available upon request.
Further details from: Michael Graves-Johnston,
54, Stockwell Park Road, P.O. Box 532,
London SW9 ODR. Tel.: 071-274-2069. Fax:
071-738-3747.

SOUTH AFRICAN ELECTIONS:

COLOR POSTERS

Voter education color posters (including dum-
my ballot paper). Set of 7: 113/4" x 17", $60
postpaid. Set of 6: 231/4" x 333/4", with instruc-
tion booklet, $110 postpaid. Write African Arts,
Box 70, The James S. Coleman African Studies
Center, UCLA, Los Angeles, CA 90024-1310.

AFRICAN ART FOR SALE

Owner's original collection of Dan, Mano,
Loma, and Mende pieces. Photos $7. Write A.
Murphy, P.O.B. 875, Milton, VT 05468.

PRIMITIVE ART BROWSING

White male seeks white male for primitive art
browsing in NYC or environs. Split expenses.
Write S.V.,, P.O.B. 630296, Riverdale, NY
10463-9992.

MOHAIR TAPESTRIES FROM LESOTHO
Beautiful large, handwoven, mohair tapes-
tries-carpets from Lesotho, Southern Africa,
showing African sgenes/images. Natural
dyes only. 201/945-8951.

AFRICAN ART

Photo catalogue of currently available pieces.
$8 (refundable with purchase). Write YANZUM
Village Art Gallery, 1285 Peachtree St. NE,
Atlanta, GA 30309. 404/874-8063.

FAKES

Long out of print, the special issue of African
Arts on fakery (Volume 9, Number 3, April 1976)
is now available, photocopied in black and
white. $25 U.S., $30 outside U.S. (includes ship-
ping & handling). Please send check or money
order to: African Arts, The J.S. Coleman African
Studies Center, UCLA, 405 Hilgard Avenue, Los
Angeles, CA 90024-1310.

Ambiguity: Perspectives on the Brenthurst Collection of Southern
African Art. Johannesburg: Johannesburg Art Gallery.

Nettleton, Anitra. 1989. “Venda Art” and “Art of the Pedi and
Ntwane,” in Catalogue: Ten Years of Collecting (1979-1989).
Johannesburg: University of the Witwatersrand.

Nettleton, Anitra. 1988. “History and the Myth of Zulu
Sculpture,” African Arts 21, 3:48-51.

Richter, Hans. 1966. Dada—Art and Anti-Art. London: Thames
& Hudson.

Saitowitz, Sharma. 1993. “Towards a History of Glass Beads,”
in Ezakwantu: Beadwork from the Eastern Cape. Cape Town:
South African National Gallery.

Younge, Gavin. 1988. Art of the South African Townships. London:
Thames & Hudson.

96

CHUDE-SOKEI: Notes, from page 84

A slightly different version of this paper was presented at a
conference titled “Art, Aesthetics and Politics in Africa and
the Caribbean,” which was held at the University of
California, San Diego, in 1994. It is being published with the
proceeds of that conference.

1. Dancehall and raggamuffin are terms used often inter-
changeably to describe the new computer-driven musics
coming primarily out of Jamaica in the wake of traditional
reggae music and culture. Although some of it sounds mere-
ly like hi-tech reggae, most of it sounds nothing like its pre-
decessor at all. These terms also describe the musics’ atten-
dant cultural superstructure—attitudes, styles, language, and
socio-political orientation. Originally the dancehall was (and
still is) the physical space—an open field, a rented auditori-
um—in which sound systems strung up and held public
dances. It is in this context that the discourses of Jamaica’s
urban, working-class culture worked themselves out in
sound and expressive culture.

But I prefer to think of a difference between ragga and
dancehall in much the way many see the distinction between
hip hop and rap: the latter is more commercial, dealing with
the music that has gotten mass attention and become stream-
lined for popular tastes; whereas the former also connotes a
culture and is more disdainful of popular acceptance.

2. Heartical respect to Welton Irie and all Ladbroke Grove massive.
3. DJ-reggae is the form of reggae that dancehall and hip hop
descend from almost exclusively. It features the use of prere-
corded instrumental tracks (“versions”) or strategic breaks in
a tune as spaces for the D] to improvise new, spoken lyrics.
This form of reggae has only recently gotten the internation-
al attention it deserves, but has ruled in Jamaica even from
when Bob Marley was the global “Reggae Ambassador.”

4. Sound systems are one of the black diaspora’s most endur-
ing and frequently unacknowledged cultural institutions.
Although variations can be found throughout diaspora histo-
ry, the form they have today can be traced back to those
mobile discotheques in Jamaica during the late ‘50s/early
’60s which would set up in empty fields around the more eco-
nomically depressed areas in Kingston. Cane cutters who
were taken to Miami for brief stints of migrant labor would
return to Jamaica with the latest R & B records and play them

on homemade stereos customized to produce a level of vol-
ume that was nothing less than insane. Especially the bass
frequencies. These rapidly became the only social and cultur-
al space that catered to the ghetto dwellers. Shunning popu-
lar media—neocolonial radio and television which expressed
the views of a culturally insecure elite—these systems
became the primary space of cultural discourse in the ver-
nacular. Indeed, it is this sort of discourse that reinvents
Africa and celebrates Garvey where the national media evad-
ed such issues; it is here that the fissures in the official narra-
tives of race and nation were opened up for popular scrutiny,
culminating in the development of ska, rock-steady, and then
reggae and ragga.

With the migration of Jamaicans to London in the late ‘50s,
sound systems became a space of exile where for a loud bass-
thick moment, “home” could be invented there in the midst
of Babylon. With the success of West Indian musics and style
in England, the sound-system structure was picked up by
various youth subcultures who reaccentuated it, eventually
creating the digital sound cultures we see throughout Europe
today. And the technical and musical innovations developed
in ghetto studios because of the need to circumvent the limi-
tations of poor equipment have become standard in state-of-
the-art dance musics and production in the West.

In New York, this alternate media structure was central to
the formation of hip hop music and the foundation of its
attendant subculture.

5.S.H. Fernando, Jr., “Hip Hop Meets Reggae Inna Soundclash,”
Dub Catcher: The Soul Voice of Jamaican Roots, Winter 1993.

6. Dick Hebdige, Cut ‘N Mix: Culture, Identity and Caribbean
Music (Routledge, 1990), p. 151.

7. Mento was the earliest music fully acknowledged as indige-
nously Jamaican. In the late 1950s its mixture of African and
Latin percussion was the foundation upon which subsequent
musical forms were built. Oddly enough, after years of bass-
dominated harmonies, mento has returned in Jamaican music
via sampling technology which seems to inspire artists to dig
into the past and reshuffle (remix) their roots.

8. A much better and more specific discussion of the sexual
politics of dancehall can be found in Carolyn Cooper’s
“Erotic Play in the Dancehall,” Jamaica Journal 22, 14.

9. “Punaany”: crude slang term for the female genitalia. Usage

very popular in ragga.
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